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1. “Wish to live” and “wish to die” 
With the practice of suicide prevention gaining global significance, recent suicide prevention measures require a 
comprehensive approach at the level of not only clinical psychiatry but also nation or society, as shown in the 2014 
WHO report titled Preventing Suicide: A Global Imperative1. In this paper, I discuss the role that philosophy can play in 
this approach.  
According to Shneidman, suicide is a certain, if not the best, means to alleviate existing suffering for those battling 
health, economic, and interpersonal problems; the conviction that it is wrong to commit suicide makes one hesitate to 
take the step—it is chosen as a quick solution when stressful reality-induced “unbearable psychological pain” overcomes 
this hesitation or the instinctive fear of death2. 
The practice of suicide prevention prioritizes the cessation or alleviation of suffering caused by complex factors that 
can trigger suicidal behavior. Since suicidal people also wish to solve actual problems and alleviate suffering, recovery 
to achieve a “healthy” psychological state is a desideratum for both the therapist and the suicidal person. Furthermore, 
suicidal people are not necessarily cooperative in this practice and goal of suicide prevention. One reason for this is that 
psychological concerns related to social stigma prevent them from clearly communicating their suicidal ideation to others, 
as well as make them reluctant to consult a psychosomatic specialist. Another reason is that suicidal people, amid their 
suffering, feel a sense of “not wanting to live because it is hard” apart from the common feeling of “wanting to live by 
alleviating suffering.” In other words, their psychology is a pendulum-like oscillation of the ambivalent feelings of 
“wanting to live” and “wanting to die,” with actual suffering at its core3.  
This sense of “wanting to die” is perceived by those around suicidal people as something that needs to be removed. 
Experts have a presupposition that it is wrong to commit suicide. And they would never make a positive remark about 
suicide—they cannot do so as socially responsible individuals4. Suicidal people also feel a sense of wanting to deny 
suicide, and understand how those around them think of them. Nevertheless, they feel a sense of “wanting to die,” and 
consequently, may feel pressured by the words and attitudes of their well-wishers—this subsequently gives rise to a 
sense of incompetence and loneliness for not being understood, denial and hatred toward themselves for their “abnormal” 
mind, and a sense of inferiority and irritation, thereby accelerating their suicidal urge.  
As there are times when one feels frustrated by harsh rehabilitation, there are also times when one knows what they 
should do and those around them are willing to help, but they just cannot do it. Although solving problems and living a 
happy life is a desideratum, is there any need at all to walk the path full of unbearable difficulties and sufferings? Is there 
any reason to deny the allure of suicide, to be able to end everything with a moment’s courage, even if it makes others 
unhappy? It is this conflict that makes one feel frustrated and deceived by experts and those around them who offer 
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sound advice and compassion to prevent them from taking the drastic step, thereby hampering holistic communication. 
 
 
2. Philosophy that does not assume denial of suicide 
Suicide is a matter of life and death. However, under the current circumstances, it is difficult to describe philosophy or 
philosophers focusing on life and death as the main area of study are playing a fundamental role in suicide prevention. 
However, religions that deal with life and death have been achieving certain outcomes in regard to the “spiritual elements” 
that have been added to WHO’s policy and are beyond the field of mental health. The reason philosophy has been left 
out when it comes to the practice of suicide prevention is obvious. As can be seen in the accounts of suicide by, for 
example, Plato (Socrates)5, Epicurus6, Hume7, and Schopenhauer8, traditional philosophy questions whether suicide is 
good or evil and why it is wrong to commit suicide. In some cases, they do not deem suicide, or even homicide, to be 
evil.  
These philosophical thoughts are incompatible with the practice of suicide prevention. The so-called “philosophical 
suicide,” in which a person chooses death with calmness and clear beliefs, is extremely rare in present times. Philosophy 
questions the permissibility of suicide; however, not only those involved in suicide prevention but also suicidal people 
themselves presuppose that suicide is evil, a wrongdoing. What is required of suicide prevention is not to prove suicide’s 
illegitimacy. The issue at hand is that people choose suicide despite their awareness that it is not right from the moral 
perspective and for those around them.   
What lies at the center of suicidal people’s psychology is suffering of life—because they are extremely focused on it, 
the only question for them is how to escape it, and not a contemplation of suicide, which is a means to this end, or death, 
per se. In other words, because they are so eager to escape from this place, they do not give much thought to their 
destination. Their mental state can be more accurately described as “I no longer want to live” than as “I want to die”—
this is apparent in the use of the passive expression “I want to disappear,” rather than expressions such as “I want to die” 
and “I want to kill myself.” Suicide is a matter of life and death, but, as it now stands, it is more a matter of life (or 
quality of life). Even if philosophy inquires in depth into death and successfully presents the evil of suicide in general 
terms, it would not, as a crisis intervention, be able to effect an attitudinal change in the person with imminent suicidal 
ideation due to suffering of life; most of all, it is difficult to divert such people’s attention to philosophical discussions 
that use technical language and logic.  
Furthermore, philosophy, which denies any social or common sensical assumptions, acknowledges suicidal people’s 
natural desire to die as a brute fact and begins by questioning the basic tenet of suicide prevention that “suicide is wrong.” 
In other words, philosophers, by not denying suicidal people’s desire to die, have the advantage of not encountering 
communication problems caused by sound advice and compassion. We can say that it is one of the roles expected of 
philosophers to elicit genuine trust and self-disclosure from suicidal people who vacillate between “wanting to live” and 
“wanting to die.”  
Thus, in this paper, I take the philosophy of Albert Camus (1913–1960) as a guide to eliminate the gap between 
traditional philosophy and the actual problem of suicide, to develop an effective philosophy for suicide prevention. It is 
difficult to say that Camus’s philosophy is directly effective as a crisis intervention for suicide, but it provides new 
insight into the pain felt by suicidal people by examining real suffering in life and questioning the permissibility of 
suicide as its consequence. 
3. Camus’s notion of the Absurd 
In his essay The Myth of Sisyphus, which can be viewed as the first in the trilogy of the Absurd, followed by The Stranger 
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and Caligula, Camus mentions suicide as the most pressing question that philosophy should ask first9. The reason he 
begins his discussion with the life-denying question of why we should not kill ourselves, instead of asking the meaning 
of life, lies in “the Absurd (l’absurde),” which is the central concept of his philosophy.  
The Absurd does not refer to unreasonable or unjust events, such as unrewarded efforts and false charges. Camus 
gives the following as an example of the Absurd: “If I see a man armed only with a sword attack a group carrying 
machine guns, I shall consider his act to be absurd”10. This man is not deranged but serious in his intent to fight that 
group—his attitude is not one of recklessness but of being fully informed in advance of impossibility. This attitude, the 
discrepancy between intention and reality, is what defines the Absurd. Camus also thinks that it is absurd “for humans 
to live in this world.” This is because while humans are essentially beings that cannot help but seek some sort of meaning 
and clarity in their actions and objects, the world has no meaning and clarity whatsoever11. 
Here, Camus assumes the attitude of not accepting the afterlife. In the contemporary nihilistic world where a “big 
story” of a metaphysical entity like God laying the foundation of the world and values is lost, humans adopt a reckless 
attitude to seek meaning and clarity in a world devoid of these elements. In other words, it is not that “there are absurdities 
in life,” but that “life itself is absurd.” Camus then thinks that what determines life’s meaninglessness is the human fate 
of dying. Death, as an absolute limit that turns humans who live in pursuit of something into nothingness, is a reality 
that can occur any time. In the face of death, every meaning, value, and effort becomes futile.  
When we become aware of the Absurd, we cannot help but feel despair and emptiness; moreover, if we cannot 
overcome the meaninglessness of the world and our fate of dying by changing the world, then the only way to resolve 
the Absurd is to deprive its other relatum, that is, to commit suicide. If we commit suicide, there only remains a world 
devoid of meaning and clarity, no absurdity. If we do not believe in punishment after death for committing suicide, as 
several religions state, is there any reason to continue to live with the overwhelming reality of the Absurd, which cannot 
be resolved as long as we live? This is the most pressing problem for humans, according to Camus.   
However, Camus thinks that most people live as if there is meaning and clarity to daily actions and objects without 
being aware of the Absurd, and says, with regard to death, that they are living as if they “do not know about death.” As 
for humans’ reluctance to pay attention to their weaknesses and miseries, Pascal points out “diversion” as a fundamental 
tendency of humans as thinking reeds, and Kierkegaard criticizes it as “despairing ignorance” that results in unawareness 
of the death of their own spirit. Both these philosophers argue for the necessity of faith in order to move away from this 
tendency and achieve genuine happiness, but Camus, while succeeding existentialist philosophy, seeks a way to face the 
Absurd without making a leap of faith by resorting to some metaphysical entity12. 
To be sure, Camus’s question is a philosophical one that is never asked in daily life. However, he argues, in reference 
to Heidegger’s concept of “anxiety,” that most people who live their daily lives without being aware of the Absurd still 
live under the influence of the Absurd. This influence surfaces as a vague sense of anxiety, fatigue, or discomfort 
unexpectedly in our daily lives—for example, when you wonder “What is the point of doing this?” for something you 
have put much time and effort into, and when you feel a sense of fatigue and futility right before getting into the rush-
hour train during your daily commute. These appear to be coincidental and resolvable problems, but they ultimately arise 
from the absurdity of humans living in a world devoid of meaning and clarity and are essentially the inevitable that 
cannot be resolved even if its shape can be changed. These “moods,” rather than “emotions” that clearly influence our 
consciousness and behavior, are “physical revolt” against unconscious absurdity, which surfaces momentarily in our 
daily lives and vanishes quickly into the hustle and bustle. 
4. The Absurd and suicide 
When a person feels weighed down by the despair and emptiness in life, which may be labelled as “the emotions of the 
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Absurd,” and carries on living and “confesses that there is no need to suffer,” suicide emerges as the way out. Camus 
describes suicide as “consent to the Absurd,” and then explicitly says no to the initial philosophical question “Should I 
kill myself now?” as a logical consequence. In other words, Camus claims that even if a person is in a nihilistic state 
where absurd relationships force him to suffer, it is wrong of him as a human to consent to the Absurd and commit 
suicide.  
Camus points out that there is a contradiction in the simple logic of suicide to escape from meaningless and inevitable 
suffering: human rational judgments are made in search of meaning and clarity, and therefore, the choice of suicide, 
which abandons meaning and clarity, cannot constitute rational judgement, because it is a fallacy where reason denies 
itself. Neither is suicide a pure instinctive attitude that has nothing to do with reason; no biological species, however 
much in pain, commits suicide for this reason. Rather, suicide is an attitude that goes against our survival instinct and is 
related to the act of reason that seeks meaning for perishment. Suicide is chosen on impulse when you are overwhelmed 
by emotions that are neither genuinely instinctual nor reasonable, which disturb rational thinking that is essential for 
humans. Camus declares explicitly that “suicide is a lack of understanding.”  
As humans, we seek meaning and clarity. Even if we become aware that this world is devoid of these, and therefore, 
we must endure suffering, we cannot stop seeking meaning and clarity, and it is false to seek meaning in suicide. Thus, 
the only thing left for humans is a seemingly contradictory attitude of living in constant search of meaning and clarity 
while being aware of the Absurd, and this is precisely what Camus terms as the revolt (la révolte).  
 
The revolt is a constant confrontation between man and his own obscurity. It is an insistence upon an impossible 
transparency. It challenges the world anew every second. Just as danger provided man the unique opportunity of 
seizing awareness, so metaphysical revolt extends awareness to the whole of experience. It is that constant 
presence of man in his own eyes. It is not aspiration, for it is devoid of hope. That revolt is the certainty of a 
crushing fate, without the resignation that ought to accompany it13.  
 
If the Absurd is an essential, unchangeable relationship between humans and the world, it is not a humane attitude to 
adopt unreflective value criteria without being conscious of this fact and live as if there were no death. Being conscious 
of the world and death that makes everything meaningless gives rise to our passion for life to rebel against it as humans 
and create meaning for ourselves. Needless to say, such an attitude is also meaningless and cannot overcome the absurd 
relationship. Nevertheless, humans recognize themselves and find true freedom, passion, and happiness only when they 
reach the stage of the revolt. Death row inmates, who are considered to be the opposite of suicide victims, are a symbol 
of this.  
 
It (the Absurd) escapes suicide to the extent that it is simultaneously awareness and rejection of death. It is, at 
the extreme limit of the condemned man’s last thought, that shoelace that, despite everything, he sees a few yards 
away, on the very brink of his dizzying fall. The opposite of suicide, in fact, is the man condemned to death14. 
 
Death row inmates who are taken to the execution chamber are acutely aware of the fate that awaits them. Of course, 
such inmates are helpless and cannot escape their fate. However, they have the “God-like possibility of freedom of action” 
in what they think and see, and how they walk the path from the prison to the execution ground to rebel against the fate; 
they are free to adopt the attitude of their choice because it is meaningless, and filled with passion as everything is up to 
“now, here and I,” which can never be experienced by those without any awareness of the Absurd. Fulfillment of life 
can be achieved from the revolt only because of the awareness of the Absurd—humans are from birth death row inmates, 
and all of us always share this possibility of freedom, passion, and rebellion15. 





5. Suicide prevention that accepts suffering 
While Camus describes suicide as consent to the Absurd, suicidal people are not aware of the absurd relationship between 
humans and the world. As mentioned above, such philosophical suicides are rare, and it is difficult to combine this 
awareness with the practice of suicide prevention. Nevertheless, we can think that suicidal people are closer to genuine 
freedom, passion, and happiness through rebellion than most people who are not aware of the Absurd or death. This is 
because while every form of suffering in life brought about by one’s own finitude and helplessness is a contingent and 
resolvable reality in certain values, its experience creates momentum to become aware of the necessary and unavoidable 
Absurd, which lies at its root, paving the way for rebellion.  
The logic of the suicidal person “to kill himself because of his suffering” is the reverse of his logic “not to die if there 
is no suffering.” However, the Absurd negates the state of non-suffering—this is precisely why Camus, instead of 
wishing for liberation from suffering and despair, seeks a path of deeper suffering and despair toward awareness of and 
rebellion against the Absurd. 
The new insight Camus’s philosophy brings to the practice of suicide prevention is not to “alleviate suffering” for 
individual and real problems, but to be aware of the essence of the Absurd and create new values while retaining this 
suffering. This, however, can be as ineffective as trying to convince sufferers that “life is suffering.”  
As shown in Socratic knowledge of ignorance and Plato’s Cave, philosophy is an effort “to live well” by questioning 
assumptions and overcoming narrow-mindedness. Not only suicidal people but even the healthy can open up a new 
possibility of life if they are aware of their ignorance and narrow-mindedness. It is not a medical or psychological 
recovery to a state of health, but a philosophical transformation. This transformation, however, can be brought about not 
by learning the philosophy of Camus and others or the teaching that “life is suffering,” but only by being aware of the 
Absurd and undergoing suffering for oneself.  
What is important for philosophical prevention of suicide is, as suggested above, to accept the ambivalent psychology 
of “wanting to live” and “wanting to die.” The attitude one needs to take in this context is engaging in a dialogue that 
elicits narratives through “appropriate questions” without assumptions or denial. Instead of setting suicide prevention as 
the goal, those involved in it should sympathize with suicidal people’s thought of killing themselves due to suffering; 
they should also promote subjective awareness by, for example, asking questions such as “What is the best way to die?” 
and help suicidal people free themselves of their narrow-mindedness by sorting their circumstances through questions 
and thinking subjectively about the world and themselves. Whether their next move then is rebellion, suicide, faith, or 
escape from the Absurd is up to their discretion.  
To engage in such a philosophical practice, it is necessary to create “an appropriate environment.” It means to not just 
create a setting that facilitates dialogue but also provide some experiential opportunity to gain new insight into the world 
and self, and life and death. If someone experiences the death or illness of a person close to them, they would not simply 
choose suicide because of this suffering. While death, a symbol of the Absurd, is isolated from our daily lives and 
considered taboo, the experience of the loved one’s death or illness will likely provide an opportunity to be aware of the 
Absurd and form a view of life and death16. As mentioned above, it is likely to bring about a transformation in the mind 
of suicidal people who can only conceptually understand death.  
Designing such an environment that encourages dialogue and experience in an educational or social system helps 
suicidal people provide unique meaning to the inevitable suffering and develop a life-affirming view, which ultimately 
leads to primary prevention of suicidal ideation and postvention.  
An example of this practice is already seen in “life education” where participants experience life’s preciousness and 
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irreplaceability. However, mere understanding of life’s preciousness, even if it eliminates suicide as an option, cannot 
cope with actual suffering. Therefore, to help suicidal people go through their suffering instead of alleviating it, it is 
necessary to share the radical absurdity of it through dialogue and help them assign meaning to it independently. Such a 
philosophical attitude involving suffering would ensure a realistic and well life and, consequently, provide a basis for 
suicide prevention.  
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